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This Title of this Presentation is: 

 

“Toxic Legacy or Unique Opportunity?” 



The Topic Is: 

“The threat posed by sludge and the scale of the 
problem in Vermont, the unsustainability and 

ineffectiveness of current systems, and a 
roadmap toward implementing safe 

alternatives.” 



Threats or “Are we doing the Best We Can?” 

According to the state’s current draft “Materials 
Management Plan” (MMP): 

• In 2011, Vermont communities produced 56,000 
wet tons of sludge: 

 Equal to 1,820 40-yard dump trucks. 

• Of this total, approximately 16,000 wet tons: 

 Equal to 509 40-yard dump trucks worth… 

• …were dumped on land in Vermont, including 
farmland that abuts major rivers. 



Threats or “Are we doing the Best We Can?” 

• In that same year, Vermonters produced in excess 
of 43 million gallons of septage. 

That’s a volume equivalent to the combined capacity of 
more than 65 Olympic-size swimming pools. 

• Of this total, roughly half was dumped on open 
land in various parts of Vermont, also including 
farmland. 

 



Threats or “Are we doing the Best We Can?” 

• Human excreta on its own, and particularly in its separate 
forms, is a valuable and beneficial material.   

• In fact, it’s been calculated by our friends at the Rich Earth 
Institute that one average adult person produces enough 
fertilizer annually (in the form of excreta) to grow 
hundreds of pounds of grain.   
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Threats or “Are we doing the Best We Can?” 

• In 1999, VPIRG published a local report titled “On the 
Ground:  The Spreading of Toxic Sludge in Vermont”.  

• In 2009 the EPA published it’s “Targeted Sludge 
Survey”. 

• It showed that sludge is contaminated with a plethora 
of toxic industrial chemicals and compounds which 
makes sense given that our society dumps things like 
endocrine disruptors, neurotoxins, carcinogens, 
radionuclides, persistent pesticides, antibiotic-
resistant bacteria, prions, and many other by-products 
of innumerable industrial processes down the drain.   



    
 

• In just my lifetime, rates of things like cancer, heart 
and lung disease, obesity, Alzheimer’s, autism, etc. 
have blossomed.   

• For example, thirty years ago the rate of autism was 
1:1000.  Today it’s 1:40.  

• A decade ago the EPA’s Inspector General twice 
declared that as far as sludge is concerned, “EPA 
cannot assure the public that current land application 
practices are protective of human health and the 
environment.”  

• With all of this in mind, how confident should we be 
in the safety of these old-school technologies or in the 
safety standards themselves? 

Threats or “Are we doing the Best We Can?” 



Water 
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Wrong Way 

Wrong Way – Alberta Tar Sands - Velcrow Ripper EvolveLove  (Creative Commons License) 
http://www.flickr.com/photos/evolvelove/4893948667/ 

What’s so wrong with current management practices? 
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What’s so wrong with current management practices? 

• Ineffective 

Vermont’s WWTPs are only test and control for a 
handful of heavy metals, some human pathogens (like 
E.coli or salmonella) and PCB’s.   

In fact, according to Hugh B. Kaufman, a senior analyst 
at the EPA, only 1% of the hazardous materials 
identified in sludge are in fact regulated. 

Moreover, events like operator error, equipment failure 
and heavy rains act all too frequently to overwhelm 
many of our systems, to the detriment of the natural 
environment and of our precious supplies of drinking 
water. 



    
The bulk of septage produced in the state is rarely if 

ever tested, meaning we have almost no idea what it 
actually contains and what ends up dumped on 
Vermont’s land application sites.   

Meanwhile, Vermont’s municipal DWPs only test and 
control for a relative handful of contaminants. 

No comprehensive standard or mandatory testing 
requirement exist for privately-owned, non-
commercial water supplies (like well water, spring 
water, rainwater, etc.).  

What’s so wrong with current management practices? 



What’s so wrong with current management practices? 

• Highly energy intensive 

The single largest consumer of electricity in their city’s 
or town’s energy portfolio is often a WWTP.   

Yet, given the low-energy future staring our society in 
the face, is it responsible to continue supporting such 
unsustainable technology? 

"Image courtesy of  Witthaya Phonsawat / FreeDigitalPhotos.net". 

http://www.freedigitalphotos.net/images/view_photog.php?photogid=3116
http://www.freedigitalphotos.net/images/view_photog.php?photogid=3116
http://www.freedigitalphotos.net/images/view_photog.php?photogid=3116


What’s so wrong with current management practices? 

• Highly capital intensive 

Vermonters are facing a bill of somewhere between half a 
billion and several billion dollars over the next twenty (20) 
years just to maintain what we already have in the way of 
wastewater and drinking water infrastructure.   

This amount does not even take into account upgrades or 
expansions that will no doubt be necessary as time goes on.   
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What’s so wrong with current management practices? 

• Inefficient and wasteful 

So much of our water is lost to structural leaks and 
inefficiencies in the system; 

The average per capita daily water consumption in the 
United States (at around 580 liters) is roughly 145 times 
that of the average person in Mozambique (at ~4 liters); 
and 

 

 

"Image courtesy of Stuart Miles / FreeDigitalPhotos.net". 

http://www.freedigitalphotos.net/images/view_photog.php?photogid=2664
http://www.freedigitalphotos.net/images/view_photog.php?photogid=2664


What’s so wrong with current management practices? 

• Deceptive 

People and industry alike continue to blindly poor all 
manner of poisons down drains; 

Toxic sludge is increasingly sold back, – or given away 
for free – to a largely unsuspecting public in the form of 
fertilizer products that contain sludge.  

We increasingly export it, burn it, dump our sludge on 
farmland or sell it and/or give it away to a largely 
unsuspecting public - and by doing so we hide the true 
nature of our actions under thirty years of junk science 
and regulatory bureaucracy. 

 



So what more can we do? 

• Decentralized Sanitation and Reuse (or DESAR), 
simple methods that eschew centralized sewers, 
conventional septic systems and mined and/or 
centralized water systems 

• Specifically, “Ecological Sanitation”. 



"Image courtesy of Barbetorte / Wikipedia.org". 

Ecological Sanitation 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Ecological_sanitation_cycle-en.svg


So what more can we do? 

Waterless Urine Diverting Dehydration Toilets 
(UDDT's);   

Onsite and/or door-to-door collection and reuse 
of yellow water and desiccated feces; 

Onsite greywater systems; and  

Onsite rainwater harvesting, storage and 
purification. 



So what more can we do? 

• We also endorse the concepts surrounding 
Sustainable Urban Drainage Systems (or SUDS) which 
advocate for the application of permaculture 
methods in an urban context combined with features 
like permeable porous surfaces, living roofs, etc. 



So what more can we do? 

“What we are not in favor of are centralized, capital- 
and energy-intensive systems that are marketed as 
solutions but are really just band-aids.  These “false 
hopes” as we characterize them include incineration, 
sludge biodigesters, living machines (a.k.a. eco-
machines), recycled water and any other faulty 
methods or techniques that permit mixing clean water 
with human excreta and industrial toxics.” 



So what more can we do? 

Roll out alternatives to 
existing programs, regula-
tions and building codes 
that incentivize and other-
wise promote the wide-
spread adoption of simple 
and safe ecosan technolo-
gies. 



So what more can we do? 

• Require independent third-party testing of sludge 
and septage in order to prove the safety of this 
material.   

• And when its safety cannot be assured, take quick 
action to: 

Prohibit further land application and/or export of these 
materials; 

Require their landfilling; and 

Undertake an extensive review of the systems and 
structures that facilitate the production of each with an 
eye toward protecting the commons and ensuring the 
health & safety of current and future generations.   

 



The Earth 

The planet is desperate for real and lasting solutions to 
these problems and Vermont can lead the world in the 
adoption of these alternatives. 
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In conclusion 

• In a nutshell, it’s abundantly clear that what we’re 
doing is not working and that it’s time for something 
new. 

• Never forget that sludge and the industry that 
surrounds it are big business.  Most of the people in 
this room are here today to protect their financial 
interests in maintaining the status quo. Follow the 
money in deciding the future of Vermont’s sludge 
management program.   

• Will you favor the rhetoric of those who benefit 
financially from sludge or will you instead begin to 
question the assumptions that underpin the broken 
and ineffective system crumbling in front of us? 


